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A Note on Citations and Figures 


Certain images which were too large to meaningfully include in this comp, as well as 
many webpages, have been archived using the Internet Archive. They can all be found 
at https://archive.org/download/josef-thorne-internet-philosophy-thesis, When png or 
jpg files are referenced, please have this webpage on hand in order to look in the pictures 
folder for the relevant image. Or, if you are reading electronically, follow the hyperlinks. 
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Introduction: What is Internet 
Philosophy? 


Philosophy has never been a purely academic discipline. At times, philosophy outside 
of academic institutions, as in the Early Modern period, overtook and supplanted what 
was then academic philosophy. Now, in the internet age it is easier than ever for people 
to gain access to philosophy. This does not merely mean the access to philosophical texts, 
but also to popular forms of philosophical practice, that is, writing and discourse which 
is philosophical in nature. 

Examples of such venues are chatrooms, forums, imageboards, and blogs, and each of 
these forms of internet communication has its own unique conditions. The philosophical 
culture and context of these spaces has an effect on the way philosophy and more broadly, 
intellectual life, takes place. In this project, I hope to examine the conditions and resultant 
effects on intellectual life that three unique mediums have: blogs, imageboards, and 
internet video (specifically, YouTube). The goal is to provide a descriptive understanding 
of online intellectual life. 

Chapter 1 deals with explaining the technical, nonphilosophical aspects of our chosen 
mediums. This will involve explaining details like what kind of communication takes 
place on the medium (textual, aural, etc.) as well as how they are governed (if at all). We 
will also give brief biographies of various figures from these mediums, both to illustrate 
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these technical aspects and how they can be taken advantage of by users, and also to 
provide context for future discussions. 

Chapter 2 will introduce our analytical framework for doing work in chapter three. 
Here, we will examine various approaches, like a more normative Habermasian approach, 
a Jamesian approach focused on the understanding of internal experience, or, following 
Neil Postman, an approach taking after McLuhan. We settle on a sociological approach, 
using a framework developed by Randall Collins for understanding traditional, "real-life" 
philosophy across the world. 

For each medium, we have a case study. We pick one community out of many and 
focus on it in order to understand the wider medium. These will be the principal subject 
of our analysis, in order to save time and enable more in-depth research. Chapter 3 will 
engage with these case studies and form the analytical meat of the essay. In it, wwill draw 
our main hypotheses and conclusions, as the preceeding chapters are merely preliminary 
work for this project. We will find that each medium is analogous to certain real life 
ones, and that each one draws a unique form of tradition-forming. Blogs closely resemble 
academic life and book-media, at least in basic structure. Imageboards more resemble 
speech, and serve as nurseries for ideas that may not otherwise form. YouTube, being 
visual, resembles more closely philosophical novels and art than academic philosophy per 
se. 

The conclusion will include both an evaluation and revisiting of the content of the 
preceding chapters. It will consider avenues for further research and examination, and 
attempt to reflect on what internet philosophy might tell us about philosophy as a whole. 
We will turn to ask what internet philosophy has to tell us. In short, pop-philosophy on the 
internet can lead us to reflect on the nature of intellectual life in general, what its important 
characteristics are, and how it transforms when it comes into contact with mediums 
outside of the physical and the textual. We ultimately find that internet mediums, when 
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they posess real-world counterparts, produce philosophical content that resembles their 
real-world counterparts, at least in form, and a fortiori, lack of real world counterpart 
creates a new intellectual practice. 
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Chapter 1 


Mediums and Characters 

1.1 Introduction 

Before we begin an in-depth discussion of communicative conditions on internet mediums, 
we will engage in a survey of what the mediums in question are, and also take a look at 
some unique, archetypal personalities and figures that we meet on these mediums. This 
will present a catalog of mediums and some of their most basic types and features. Here, 
we will only establish the relevance and basic profile of these figures. 

In the second chapter, with these basic notions out of the way, we will engage in a 
deeper analysis of the communicative conditions and the actors we have introduced. 

1.2 Mediums 

1.2.1 Blogs 

Blogs are hard to define, but for our purposes are online journal-like websites produced by 
one or more authors dedicated to specific topics. Although a blog can have many different 
mediums embedded within it, the primary focus of expression is textual. Popular blogging 
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services include WordPress and Blogspot, both providing ecosystems and software tools 
for users to self-publish. A single website may be dedicated to a blog, or a blog may be 
simply one part of a larger website. 

Essentially anyone who knows how to fill out a form and use the internet can start 
a blog. Unless a user wants to host their own website, a blog is likely to be free of 
cost. Furthermore, almost any form of organization is possible. LessWrong a large-scale 
community blog dedicated to "rationality" allows open contributions and has a voting- 
system and moderation team. Single-author blogs, on the other hand, are, for better or 
for worse, likely to have no editorial oversight whatsoever. As it is the internet, bloggers 
may choose to hide their real-life identities via pseudonyms, or their blog posts may be 
directly connected to their identity. 

Blog format and content is highly individualized. A blog could be dedicated to sharing 
long-form essays that may take hours to read, or to short posts that compile resources and 
posts by other users. Blogs may also have both long-form and short-form content mixed 
together. Bloggers are limited only by technological limitations and the desires of their 
readers. 

Lastly, bloggers may interact with their audience in a variety of ways, and vice versa. 
The audience of a blogger may include other bloggers, in which case they may blog about 
each other or make post responses to each other. Blogs tend to include a system for 
commenting, so that people may respond to posts directly in a way visible both to the 
author of the post and other readers of the blog. A blogger is free however to delete or 
disable comments if they so desire. 

Beyond these few universals noted above, blogs are highly individualized and perhaps 
best approached on a case-by-case basis, although WordPress blogs and Blogspot blogs 
will tend to all have roughly the same formats and conditions. 
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1.2.2 Imageboards 

We will only be examining one imageboard, 4chan, and on 4chan we will limit ourselves 
to one to two "boards," so we will focus entirely on how 4chan works, rather than image- 
boards in general. The technical information in this section can be verified by visiting the 
website, or even better, accessing an archived version of the website from January 2020 
via Archive.org. 

When a person first visits 4chan.org, the first thing they will see is a header, "What is 
4chan?" Under this header it reads: 

4chan is a simple image-based bulletin board where anyone can post comments 
and share images. There are boards dedicated to a variety of topics, from 
Japanese animation and culture to video games, music, and photography. 

Users do not need to register an account before participating in the community. 

Feel free to click on a board below that interests you and jump right in! (January 

2020 ) 

In its most basic form, 4chan is a group of boards. Users on a board can start threads. 
The original post (OP) must have an image, and optionally some text. Users may then 
reply and comment to the original post, starting a discussion. Replies may contain either 
an image or text, or both. Users may not normally edit posts once they are made. 

While we will primarily be examining "/lit/", the literature board, it is worth noting 
that /lit/ is, according to 4stats.io, only of middling popularity. By far the most popular 
board, is /pol/, "Politically Incorrect" where people go to have no-holds-barred discussion 
of politics. The rest of the top boards are related to video games, music and Japanese 
culture, or have no particular topic. There is also a category of boards dedicated to wide 
varieties of pornographic content, from the ordinary to the extremely niche. While the 
rules state that pornographic "NSFW" content is to be kept to these boards, in practice 
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File: IMG 0732.iDQ (430 KB. 5184x3456) 



□ Anonymous 01/19/20(Sun)12:00:18 No.14566745 ial ► >>14566748 a >14566 

>>14568082 >>14568088 >>14568103 >>14568134 >>14568197 >>14568437 >>14568452 » 14 E 


By reason alone, in one sentence explain why one should not commit suicide. 


□ Anonymous 01/19/20(Sun)12:00:47 No.14566748 ► >>14568597 


>>14566745 (OP) 

love is real 


□ Anonymous 01/19/20(Sun)12:03:34 No.14566759 ► >>14566923 


>>14566745 (OP) 

l don't want to. 


Figure 1.1: A philosophy related post on /lit/, featuring an OP and two replies. The red 
numbers indicate what a reply is replying to 

mild pornographic content can be found almost anywhere on the board. Furthermore, 
this rule applies only to images or videos. 

The rules of the website state that users must be over eighteen to participate on the 
website, due to the largely anonymous nature of the site this rule is rarely enforceable. 
This brings us to the topic of anonymity. 

While 4chan is primarily anonymous, anonymity and identity take several forms and 
come in varieties and degrees, varying both from user to user and from board to board. 
Before we begin this discussion, it's necessary to distinguish between two kinds of identity 
on the internet: machine identity (which would include things like IP address which 
would identify a particular internet device) and identity visible to other users. These two 
forms of identity are in turn distinguished from one's personal identity in the real world, 
even if connection can be made between them. Machine identity is always visible to the 
moderators of the website. 

The strongest form of anonymity is where each post a user makes is not associated 
with a common identity. A weaker form, set in some boards, is one where each user is 
assigned a thread-unique identity, so that they cannot impersonate different users in the 
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same thread and disrupt discussion. That is, given a single thread, each user will have 
a temporary, automatically generated identity so long as they continue to post from the 
same machine and location, and this identity does not persist if they reply to a different 
thread. Also, Some boards, like /int/, the international board, will automatically assign 
users flags based on their geographic location. 

All of these forms of anonymity/identity are set by the owners of the website on a 
per-board basis. Users are always free however to forgo anonymity, regardless as to these 
above factors. There are two primary ways that this can be done. A user could choose to 
use a persistent name (the default name being "Anonymous"). This is insecure, as anyone 
can impersonate you by simply using the same name. The other method is by using 
"tripcodes." Tripcodes allow users to attach a password to their name. Tripcodes however 
are not accounts. They do not include any registration, and do not store any information 
about the user or reserve a name. They simply will append a unique cryptographic hash 
generated from the selected password to the selected name. Users can only receive the 
correct hash unless they know the password. Since tripcodes are password-based, they are 
a form of identity which is both unique and persists universally across the entire website, 
and across machines. A user can also have as many tripcodes as they wish. 

Both of these forms of identity are generally derided on the 4chan. Insults like "tripfag" 
and "namefag" or even "identityfag'j^have been invented to make fun of and discourage 
people from using these tools, which are seen as being against the spirit of the website. 
However, nothing stops a determined user from proceeding anyways, for so long as one 

1. The inflection "-fag" is commonly used on 4chan to turn a word into an insult towards a person, 
although sometimes it is used to self-identity or as a neutral construct. The inflection tends to imply both 
that the individual being called "Tag" is stupid, gay, uncool, etc. as well as the wider group. So calling 
someone a "bookfag" would insult that particular person for reading and people who read in general. A 
similar but more negative construct which will be encountered often, is "-cuck," as in "Americuck." This 
insult literally says that one is both an American and a cuckold, and furthermore implies that all Americans 
are cuckolds. More generally, the inflection implies that one is weak, self-sabotaging, cowardly, or allowing 
oneself to be taken advantage of or duped. 
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does not rouse the ire of the administration, they can continue to post regardless as to the 
opinions of other users, no matter how much ridicule they receive. 

Here we may turn to how the content of the website is produced regulated. According 
to 4chan's FAQ as of January 2020, there are three tiers of formal regulation. There is 
an administrator, and then a team of moderators who perform global site maintenance. 
Janitors are volunteers below moderators and may delete posts on a board and file ban 
requests. Both moderators and janitors are expected to remain anonymous and not reveal 
their status, behaving as normal users. These are the only mechanisms of formal rule 
enforcement and quality control. 

Outside of this 4chan prioritizes content based on activity. Posts are arranged in a 
linear order. Posting in a thread "bumps" it to the top of the catalog, pushing every 
other thread down. If a thread is pushed off the last page of the catalog, it is deleted 
and archived. There is no voting system or formal tool for community self-moderation. 
Threads that go past a certain post limit will stop being bumped to the top and gradually 
die. Thus, the most active threads will appear on the front page of the board and as they 
become less active or reach their post limit, gradually die. 

Popularity does not equal activity on 4chan. A few users, or even a single dedicated 
user who posts often and consistently could curate the content on the front page of a 
smaller board like /lit/ by their activity and dedication. The users who dedicate the most 
time to posting thus will control the conversation the most. The loudest voices, not the 
most popular or liked, are the ones that are heard. A person who does not post, a "lurker," 
has zero effect on the culture or direction of the conversation. 

This is counteracted by the low barrier to entry. Anyone can easily post on 4chan and 
in doing so, counter content they dislike with little fear of being silenced. For example. 
The site is famous for pervasive racism and sexism, but no one can bar anyone else access 
or a voice in the discussion on the basis of identity so long as that identity remains hidden. 
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The combined fact that one is personally anonymous and that one cannot be silenced for 
having unpopular opinions is thus a blessing and a curse. It both encourages bigoted 
behavior, but also prevents people from being excluded from the discussion by bigots. 

1.2.3 YouTube 

YouTube itself likely needs little introduction, being one of the most popular websites on 
the internet, so we will engage in only a brief overview of how YouTube as a platform 
works before we explain the more specific YouTube philosophy community. 

YouTube, as of now, provides a space for YouTubers to make their own individual 
channels on which to publish videos of essentially any kind they like, so long as they 
do not violate content guidelines. Viewers are recommended videos according to their 
interests and can subscribe to content creators' channels in order to be notified of further 
videos. 

Philosophy on YouTube can be grouped into two categories. Educational and Creative. 
Educational philosophy channels include things like Khan Academy, whose goal is not 
to practice philosophy or create dialogue, but merely to inform. Creative philosophy 
channels may also inform viewers of various philosophical ideas and theses, but either 
present their own views, or deploy those philosophical ideas in novel ways. Creative 
channels may also be seeking to encourage a dialogue about these ideas and responding 
to other internet philosophy or content in general. 

The YouTube community or wave we will be examining, sometimes called "BreadTube" 
is a nexus of political, social, and philosophical content. A subreddit dedicated to the 
community is describes it as follows: 

BreadTube is a place for the new wave of creators, journalists and artists making 
high-quality content that goes against the prevailing winds of the internet. 


17 



Politics, History, Economics, Science, Media Analysis, Free Speech, Film Crit¬ 
icism, Philosophy, Anarchism - anything on YouTube that is well researched 
and thoughtful is welcome here. 

On one end of the spectrum, channels like ThreeArrows make videos that have to 
do almost entirely with political and historical content. On the other hand, channels 
like Philosophy Tube are, as one would imagine, focused on philosophy. However, these 
channels all frequently collaborate with each other. 

1.3 Personalities 

Here we will introduce several online personalities, one for each medium, whom we will 
be treating in greater detail later on. Here, we will merely establish what it is that they have 
done, and justify to some extent their significance. I choose the term personality rather 
than character or individual because for some mediums, like Imageboards, it is possible 
that, like the Dread Pirate Roberts, an "individual" is in fact several people donning the 
same appearance and invoking the same tropes. The fact that there is no one person the 
personality corresponds to does not invalidate their significance. In fact, the opposite is 
the case, for the fact that a personality has become an archetypal role in a community 
shows that they have become a near-permanent fixture of the discourse. 

1.3.1 Blog Personality: Eliezer Yudkowsky 

The first personality, for blogs, will be Eliezer Yudkowsky. Those who have heard of 
Yudkowsky probably think of him as primarily an artificial intelligence researcher. CNBC 
describes him as: 

an artificial intelligence researcher focused on the singularity. Yudkowsky co- 
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founded the nonprofit Singularity Institute for Artificial Intelligence in 2000, 
where he is currently employed as a full-time research fellow. He has no formal 
education, never having attended high school or college. 

Yudkowsky and his community, LessWrong, certainly engage in a kind of philosoph¬ 
ical practice as well. Yudkowsky's philosophy is a kind of rationalism, based around 
developing concepts of rationality and applying that rationality to life and the world. 
Yudkowsky's website states: 

Eliezer Yudkowsky writes about the fine art of human rationality. Over the 
last few decades, science has found an increasing amount to say about sanity. 
Probability theory and decision theory give us the formal math; and exper¬ 
imental psychology, particularly the subfield of cognitive biases, has shown 
us how human beings think in practice. Now the challenge is to apply this 
knowledge to life - to see the world through that lens0 

This view of rationality, as one can tell, is heavily informed by the sciences and proba¬ 
bility theory, especially Bayes. I argue that Yudkowsky is doing some kind of philosophy 
here, rather than just derivative cognitive science and speculation about AI, because many 
of his points are distinctly philosophical. His essay "Twelve Virtues of Rationality"]^ for 
example, argues for the virtues of empiricism as a way to answer philosophical disputes. 
Another example is an essay published on LessWrong which is a discussion of the problem 
of free wil0 

Yudkowsky has also collaborated with philosopher Nick Bostrom in writing The Ethics 
of Artificial Intelligence 0 

2. "Eliezer S. Yudkowsky," accessed April 14, 2020, http: //yudkowsky. net/ 

3. S. Eliezer Yudkowsky, "Twelve Virtues of Rationality," accessed April 14, 2020, http : //yudkowsky. 
net/rational/virtues/ 

4. "Thou Art Physics - LessWrong 2.0," accessed April 14, 2020, https: //www. lesswrong. com/posts/ 
NEeW7eSXThPz7o4Ne/thou-art-physics 

5. "Nick Bostrom's Home Page," accessed April 14, 2020, https: //nickbostrom. com/ 
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1.3.2 Imageboard Personality: Guenonposter 

For imageboards, I have chosen a figure derisively referred to as "Guenonfag" on /lit/. 
As this is not a term which he self-ascribes and a term of derision, I will be referring 
to him by the more polite term "Guenonposter," but it must be clear that this is not a 
term used by native users of /lit/. On /lit/, Guenonposter popularized the works of 
traditionalist French philosopher Rene Guenon (and to a lesser extent, Shankara). He is 
of particular interest because he exemplifies how a single personality can manipulate and 
control internet discourse in a way which is perhaps not possible outside of it. 

Guenonposter does not admit to existing, and does not self-identify. Rather, users 
of /lit/ determined that an individual existed based on the similarity and prevalence of 
his posts. It is likely that while there was an original individual user, it's also likely he 
inspired many imitators, either out of sincere agreement with the ideas he expressed, to 
troll, or both. Obsession with Guenon reached heights that some claim he is entirely the 
delusion of another archetypal figure, the "anti-Guenon-schizo" (14390353^ Users who 
talk about the anti-Guenon-schizo frequently speculate that both Guenonposter and the 
schizo are the same individual. 

The image guenonfag_intro.jp ^ notes the key characteristics of Guenonposter. He 
makes numerous threads, sometimes dozens at a time, dealing with Guenon, Shankara, 
or attacking some philosophers he dislikes, such as Buddha and, oddly enough, Alfred 
North Whitehead. General discussion threads for dedicated discussion of Guenon such 
as (14653259) are now semi-regular. A common joke used by Guenonposter(s) is to claim 
that a thinker (especially Whitehead) was "retroactively refuted" by Guenon (14670270). 
At one point^] the claim of retroactive refutation of Whitehead was added to Guenon's 

6. These are 4chan post numbers, which can be used on archival websites such as Warosu to locate exact 
posts on a particular board. 

7. https://archive.org/download/josef-thorne-internet-philosophy-thesis/Pictures/gu%C3% 
A9nonfag_intro.jpg 

8. Rene Guenon, in Wikipedia, Page Version ID: 935682687 (January 14, 2020), accessed April 14, 2020, 
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Wikipedia page. The exact meaning of the phrase "retroactively refuted" is unclear, but 
presumably means that one has refuted an argument before said argument was made. 

Certain users also feel resentment and anger at the Guenonposter and his effects, find¬ 
ing him to have a disruptive effect on the community. One user remarked: "A new board 
won't cut it [to have better discussion]. It's fine to discuss philosophy here, but people are 
literal spergs who can't stop guenonposting, ellulposting^and christcuckingpj" Regard less 
as to his sincerity, or whether he even truly exists, Guenonposter has certainly promoted 
the discussion of Guenon's traditionalist philosophy on /lit/. 


1.3.3 YouTube personality: Natalie Wynn (ContraPoints) 


Natalie Wynn is the creator behind the YouTube channel ContraPoints. 

Natalie Wynn describes herself as an "Ex-Philosopher" on her channel's description. 
Another source describes her was "an 'ex-philosopher' who hasn't stopped philosophiz- 
ing'H Viewers of her channel enjoy "deep dives into issues exploring politics, gender, 
race, and social justice" and videos that are significantly longer than ordinary, often over 
45 minutes longpj Unlike Yudkowsky and perhaps Guenonposter, Wynn is a former aca¬ 
demic, possessing formal training in philosophy at the up to the graduate level. 

The subjects of these videos varies from incelsj^jto anti-capitalism. As of February 15, 
2020, the most popular video with 3.2 million is "Incels." Her second most popular video 
is about Jordan Peterson, at 2.4 million views. Videos such as these include social com¬ 


mentary, critique, and engagement with ideas in a philosophical manner. They include 


https : //en . wikipedia . org/w/index . php?title=Ren%5C%C3%5C%A9_Gu%5C%C3%5C%A9non&oldid= 
935682687 

9. The reference is to Jacques Ellul, a French primitivist thinker. The Ellulposter is a similar, though less 
prominent figure. 

10. This refers to discussing Christianity, Christcuck being a derisive term for a Christian. 

11. "ContraPoints - YouTuber - The Shorty Awards," accessed April 14, 2020, https : //shortyawards . 
com/12th/contrapoints 


12 . 


Ibid. 


13. Short for "Involuntary Celibates," men who are unable to find sexual partners. 
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complex multifaceted sets, multiple characters all played by Wynn, and place opposing 
viewpoints in dialogue with each other. 
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Chapter 2 


Theory and Methodology 

2.1 Introduction 

In this chapter we will lay out a more detailed methodology for dealing with philosophy 
and intellectual life on the internet, in order to better analyze our mediums. 

At the most general level, we can think of each unique medium as an oven, baking 
its own unique intellectual bread. Each analysis will proceed by identifying the key 
characteristics of our metaphorical oven, and understanding how those characteristics 
shape the bread. This cause-effect relationship between the nature of the medium and 
the resulting intellectual life present therein is the goal of analysis. For this analysis to 
succeed, we need to understand what philosophy or intellectual life is, and how it is that 
circumstances of communication can affect it. Importantly, this analysis is not normative. 
The goal is not to judge, praise, or criticize what we observe, but simply to understand 
what it is that is happening. 
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2.2 Philosophy and Intellectual Life 

A lot of ink has been spilled over the question of what philosophy is. Deleuze and Guattari 
even wrote a whole book on the subject, albeit a short one. We cannot hope to answer 
this question here, at least in a manner that is itself philosophical. We will have, rather, a 
sociological understanding of what philosophy is. 

One possible approach would be to develop a set of touchstones for merely recogniz¬ 
ing something as philosophy. For example, it asks certain questions, references certain 
thinkers, or is written in a certain style. These would result in a concept which is somewhat 
arbitrary and perhaps leaves out important and interesting things. In choosing certain 
traditions to focus on, we would arbitrarily leave out other cultures intellectual traditions 
or the sui generis internet traditions. These considerations are especially important because 
we are intending to look at intellectual life which is native to the internet, which may often 
have only tangential connections to past "real world" traditions, be they western, eastern, 
or anything in between. 

Alternatively, we can look at certain sociological characteristics and traits in order to 
understand what philosophy is. One approach would be to ask, of the myriad things 
under the umbrella of intellectual life, and philosophy more specifically, what social trait 
do they have in common? Philosophy in particular has been often compared to religion. 
It might be natural to turn to William James The Variety of Religious Experience and perhaps 
utilize his methods for understanding philosophy. James certainly makes an interesting 
large-scale overview that can be used as a model for understanding intellectual life, his 
focus is precisely the opposite of what we need to draw upon. William James explicitly 
sets aside the external, more directly social aspects of religion in favor of understanding 
the subjective, psychological experience of the religious^ For online intellectual life, we 

1. "The Project Gutenberg EBook of The Varieties of Religious Experience by William James," accessed 
April 14, 2020, https://www.gutenberg.org/files/621/621-h/621-h.html 
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need to understand the functionings of the figurative churches, not the experience of each 
flock. 

Randall Collins understands intellectual life as also being similar to religion. Intellec¬ 
tual or philosophical discussion makes the same kinds of claims to ultimate reality and 
truth that religion does. Intellectual claims claim universal relevancy and importance, 
and are part of serious life. In a manner of speaking, ideas are sacred objects)^ 

Collins argues that intellectual life is characterized by chains of "interaction rituals" 
(IR) that stretch over generations. Interaction rituals are concrete, local events which 
happen in the macro-context of all other social events and rituals. They consist of three 
key parts 


• They involve at least two people 

• They focus attention on a single object 

• They share a common mood or emotion^ 


Collins elaborates on this further, but we will focus on the parts most relevant for 
the present inquiry. For example, he emphasizes how interaction rituals are channels for 
emotional energy: "participants in IRs are filled with emotional energy, in proportion to 
the intensity of the interaction." Controlling the flow of emotional energy and investment 
becomes an important goal of participants. Similarly, the flow, exchange, and generation 
of symbols during these IRs are key parts of IR^j 

Intellectuals have their own rituals, and according to Collins the basic macro-structure 
of these rituals has remained largely unchanged throughout history. Lectures, dialogues. 


2. Randall Collins, The Sociology of Philosophies: A Global Theory of Intellectual Change, Revised edi¬ 
tion (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1998), 19-20. 

3. Ibid.,22. 

,23. 
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debates, conferences, and other real-time gatherings form the key rituals. Intellectuals 
cluster into groups that form continuous traditions. 

Collins contends that these rituals, and IRs in general, can only take place with physical, 
face-to-face contact. He writes "Intellectual life hinges on face-to-face situations because 
interaction rituals can take place only on this level. Intellectual sacred objects can be 
created and sustained only if there are ceremonial gatherings to worship them.'j-’] Here, 
for the sake of our subject, we will differ from Collins. On the internet, communication 
is instantaneous enough, and conversational enough, that something at the very least 
resembling interaction rituals takes place by means of it. Symbols are exchanged, sacred 
objects are created, and communities are formed. Unless otherwise specified, the kinds 
of IRs that we will be talking about then will be Virtual Interaction Rituals, taking place 
in a virtual space, rather than a physical one. 

The key feature of intellectual events, according to Collins, are moments where one 
individual holds the center of attention and delivers sustained argument or commentary, 
in contrast to sociable conversations which flow back and forth in a more or less unstruc¬ 
tured manner^] Intellectual events are not like sermons or political speeches, where an 
individual also holds sole attention to a hopefully rapt audience. Intellectual events are 
rather transcendent, removed from external concerns and autonomous. The audience are 
"pure listeners" rather than participants or subordinates. 

Take for example, the lecture. A lecture is typically given from prepared readings, 
and is on its way to being published in textual form. The intellectual IR is "generally a 
situational embodiment of the texts which are the long-term life of the discipline."^] This, 
he claims, is what gives intellectual life its distinctness. This aspect of intellectual life 
translates to the online world only selectively, as we shall see. 

26. 
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Here is our final sketch of what ordinary intellectual life consists of. There are chains of 
interaction rituals between individual intellectual actors. These chains produce symbols, 
texts, and other artifacts, which go on to become objects of interaction rituals. Around 
these artifacts and the individuals involved in their production, various traditions can 
perform. The elaboration or unfolding of a tradition is its "internal progress." Here, 
progress is not meant to be a normative word, but a descriptive one. Progression of a 
tradition is essentially its remaining vibrant and continuing to flourish. The long chain of 
conversation continues and necessarily will trace new ground, and make new texts and 
symbols, or it will lose interest. 

Why this understanding of philosophy and communication, as opposed to something 
like Habermasian theories of communicative action? We choose to adapt and extend 
Collins' framework here because it is tailored specifically to understanding the intellec¬ 
tual life of philosophers, as opposed to any other group. Furthermore, its sociological 
focus tailors it to our purposes. Here, we have no interest in epistemological theories, 
an understanding of how philosophical discourse relates to democractic life, or ethical 
concerns. Collins' approach to the sociology of philosophy does of course view itself as 
having epistemological and perhaps ethical consequences, but they are distinct enough 
that we can easily make use of his tools without being bogged down in questions that we 
do not have time to answer. Furthermore, as we noted above, it deals with the aspects of 
intellectual life of most concern to us: the externally visible, in contrast to James' attempts 
to understand the internal, subjective experience of participants in a practice. 

2.3 Understanding how Mediums Influence Intellectual Life 

Before we continue, it's necessary to understand how mediums affect the intellectual 
communities that exist within them. 
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One might turn immediately Neil Postman's understanding of mediums, based in the 
work of McLuhan, in order to carry out our own investigation. While the idea of mediums 
as metaphors is perhaps useful, the wider thrust of his worked proved unsuitable for the 
task at hand. For one. Postman's iconoclastic work Amusing Ourselves to Death is filled with 
normative language and intent, as one can tell from the title. It is my personal belief that 
the vast majority of intellectual developments on the internet are negative, harmful, and 
perhaps fatal to all that is good and holy in the world. However, the task of demonstrating 
this has either already been taken up by other authors, or will soon be so clear as to 
be beyond all need of argument. As such, we will only be documenting, noting, and 
speculating on the facts about these trends. A great deal is interesting, whether or not it 
is good or bad. 

Instead, I will present my own theory of specifically online mediums, again building 
on Collins. The idea is that mediums on the internet are locations. On one level, the 
language of the internet even suggests this. Web services have addresses. One "goes to" 
a website. In a similar fashion, one can be "on TV" or "on the radio," but the audiences 
of these mediums does not "go" on them, only its speakers. One can certainly not go on 
a book, though one may be in one. Meanwhile, in order to be a member of an online 
audience, one does have to "go online." 

This point about language is somewhat facile, but it shows something about people's 
intuitions about mediums. This is what is significant about it. Note too how online 
mediums can emulate "real life" mediums like books or television. What is special about 
the internet is that it provides virtual locations where one can go to watch TV, to have a 
conversation, or to read a book. 

Consider now how internet services, in a very real way, are locations in a way that TV 
stations, radio signals, or most of all, books, are not. An internet service on a traditional 
server exists in a single location. Users access that specific server, and that server then 
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provides their device with the relevant service. Radio, on the other hand, is perhaps 
produced in a single location, but proliferates either throughout a single area or globally. 
A radio or television broadcast can be recorded and kept, repeated endlessly, transforming 
them into something like books, which are totally delocalized, limited only by their ability 
to be printed and distributed, and the ability of people to read them. 

While internet services can be archived, most complex services that are dynamic and 
updating are in a way alive. Taking a snapshot of a website like 4chan at a certain date 
(which I have done numerous times in the course of analysis) is just that, taking a kind of 
special photograph. It is taking a picture of a city in motion. One cannot rebuild a city from 
a photograph, but one could perhaps, given the proper resources, migrate its population 
and some of its buildings to a new location. Internet services are like the agora, or the 
coffee house, or the public library. Each location has an architecture, as was sketched in 
the first chapter, and a community, as will be sketched in the proceeding chapter. The 
unique combination of these two parts produces the final product of communication and 
intellectual discourse. 
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Chapter 3 


Analysis 


With these essential theoretical considerations out of the way, we can now directly consider 
online philosophical practices. Each analysis will touch on specific examples of discourse 
in order to illustrate how the features of the medium give rise to unique philosophical char¬ 
acteristics. We will find that one medium, blogs, can closely reflect traditional academic 
life. I will draw attention to these parallels in order to show better how these parallels 
break down with other mediums, which present more unique forms of intellectual life. 

3.1 Blogs 

Blogs, more than any other medium, tend to resemble traditional intellectual life. Online 
intellectual life that takes place primarily through textual mediums is written. It is written, 
in contrast to speech. The speech-writing distinction repeats itself on internet mediums, 
despite the general lack of actual vocal conversations. Blogs, and static internet text in 
general, can give rise to intellectual traditions, progressing traditions, and bleed over into 
real life. These traditions can become like the traditional picture of intellectual life that 
Collins pointed out, where interaction rituals are situational embodiments of texts. 
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We look at two related blogging communities. The first is LessWrong and its pe¬ 
ripheries, founded by Eliezer Yudkowsky. The second is the neoreactionary community, 
related to and interacting with the former. Tracing the genealogy of these two groups and 
their origins will demonstrate the possibility that blogs can form a way of online intel¬ 
lectual life mirroring the traditional kind, or vectors for the texts that embody traditional 
intellectual life. 

3.1.1 LessWrong 

LessWrong is a community blog. Rather than having a single author, users produce content 
and discuss it in comments or in new posts, all on one "blog." This provides a common 
location for discussion to take place. This discussion centers around rationality and 
artificial intelligence, but can contain topics written about history, Coronavirus, or any 
other such topics as people see fit to talk about. 

LessWrong has been frequently denigrated. The "badphilosophy" community on 
Reddit, dedicated to making fun of perceived "bad philosophy" on the internet and 
elsewhere, has a special tag for posts from or about LessWrong. Here though, we are 
placing discussions of the quality and correctness of philosophical argument. When we 
place this aside, it is clear that it showcases a unique, internet-native intellectual tradition 
that functions in ways quite similar to real-life intellectual traditions. 

Lor one, there is a common project, the cultivation of a certain kind of intellectual 
individuals emerge in the community around which distinct followings and sets of ideas 
emerge. Each individual presents certain new phrasings of existing ideas as well as their 
own innovative contradictions. Individuals begin to form links in a chain of ideas over 
time, like lines of filiation in a family tree. 

Take for example, Scott Alexander, a user of LessWrong who became prominent enough 
to be featured on the site's front page in a permanent link to a series of essays he wrote. 
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These essays, "The Codex" are: 


A collection of essays written by Scott Alexander that discuss how good rea¬ 
soning works, how to learn from the institution of science, and different ways 
society has been and could be designed^ 

Scott Alexander is just one of the "LessWrong diaspora." Since 2016, the LessWrong 
community began to dwindle and spread as Yudkowsky began to focus on the Machine 
Intelligence Research Institute and more traditional avenues of intellectual life. The "dias¬ 
pora" are thus figures and members from the LessWrong sphere who went on to form their 
own communities and sites in the wake of LessWrong's decline 0 LessWrong then, gave 
birth to some kind of online tradition, one that continued beyond the relative decline of its 
community and became somewhat as autonomous from its founder, Eliezer Yudkowsky. 
Yudkowsky, as we noted in Chapter 1, himself moved on to traditional academia. 

It is established then that LessWrong resembles the way traditional intellectual life 
works, but this is only one side of the question. We have to ask why it is that the community 
is so. What conditions gave rise to this? 

We talked above about how blogs resemble a kind of online analogue of traditional 
text. Imagine, for example, an open online academic journal. In terms of its transmis¬ 
sion and presentation (aside from arbitrary academic stylistic conventions) what makes it 
different from a community blog with a very high barrier to posting. LessWrong has con¬ 
siderably lower standards to entry than academic journals, but this is a gradient. Having 
standards, curation, and self-moderation (a rudimentary form of peer review) is one factor 
that cultivated LessWrong's relatively traditional intellectual life. Another academicizing 
element is that Yudkowsky promoted "meetups" for LessWrongers. Physical, real life 
meetings mean opportunities for real-life interaction rituals. Some places have meetups 

1. "The Codex - LessWrong 2.0," accessed April 14,2020, https: //www. lesswrong. com/ 

2. LessWrongWikiDiaspora. 
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on a regular basisj^] These meetups provide opportunities for real, physical interaction 
rituals, contributing to group cohesion. The LessWrong wiki even attributes the website's 
decline to the growing of physical communities^] 

3.1.2 Neoreactionaries 

A related and intersecting blogging community is the neoreactionary movement, or the 
Dark Enlightenment. Curtis Yarvin, under the pen name Mencius Moldbug, was the 
apparent founder of this movement online; Nick Land, in his essay "The Dark Enlighten¬ 
ment" dubs him the "Supreme Sith Lord of the neo-reactionaries/j^] Another early figure 
in this movement was Michael Anissimov, who was the media director at Yudkowksy's 
group, MIRI, for a short time. For an example of interaction between the communities, 
Scott Alexander produced several pamphlet-sized blog posts on their movement on his 
website. Of particular note is the "Anti-Reactionary FAQ"{^] 

Yudkowsky has denounced neoreaction and denied, perhaps rightfully, the connection 
of the LessWrong community to neoreaction. I posit that, rather than neoreaction having 
been birthed from Yudkowsky's community, the two communities began to appear at 
roughly the same time and had somewhat shared audiences which interacted with each 
other. They are akin to two schools of philosophical thought which emerged at the same 
time, dealing with different fields and areas. One might liken the situation to that of Early 
Modern European philosophy, where largely political philosophers existed alongside 
metaphysicians, sharing some degree of audience and being part of common cultural 
trends, at least, according to the traditional narrative of the period. 

3. LessWrongWikiMeetups. 

4. LessWrongWikiDiaspora. 

5. "The Dark Enlightenment, by Nick Land | The Dark Enlightenment," accessed April 14,2020, https: 
//www.thedarkenlightenment.com/the-dark-enlightenment-by-nick-land/ 

6. Scott Alex and er, "The Anti-Reactionary FAQ," Slate Star Codex, October 20, 2013, accessed April 14, 
2020, https://slatestarcodex.com/2013/lS/2Q/the-anti-reactionary-faq/ 
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My evidence for this is in two facts. Firstly, the percentage of users who identified as 
reactionary or Moldbuggian on LessWrong, at the time a question was raised about the 
popularity of the philosophy on the site, was minuscule. Yudkowsky writes: 

"The 2012 LW annual survey showed 2.5% (30 of 1195 responses) identified as 
'reactionary' or 'Moldbuggian'. To the extent this is greater than population 
average, it seems sufficiently explained by Moldbug having commented on the 
early Overcoming Bias econblog before LW forked from it, bringing with some 
of his own pre-existing audience."]^] 

Secondly, Overcoming Bias, the precursor site to LessWrong, was founded in 2006, and 
LessWrong in 2009. Moldbug's blog. Unqualified Reservations, was founded only a year 
after Overcoming Bias. This was two years before LessWrong(^]The two communities are 
clearly related, but the relationship is not filial, but fraternal. 

If the communities are brothers, then there must be a father. I will argue that the parent 
ideology, worldview, or perhaps habitus, of the two groups is what Richard Barbrook and 
Andy Cameron termed "The Californian Ideology." They describe it as: "A mix of cyber¬ 
netics, free market economics, and counter-culture libertarianism and is promulgated by 
magazines such as WIRED".]®] Techno-fatalist and viewing traditional politics as largely 
irrelevant, the ideology was rooted in ideas of using emerging technology to revolutionize 
and liberate society: 

"[T]hey want information technologies to be used to create a new 'Jeffersonian 
democracy' in cyberspace in its certainties, the Californian ideology offers 
7. "Why is Mencius Moldbug so popular on Less Wrong? [Answer: He's not.] - LessWrong 2.0," accessed 


April 14, 2020, https: //www. lesswrong 
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a fatalistic vision of the natural and inevitable triumph of the hi-tech free 
market.'® 

Workers in emerging information technology, the 'virtual class' formed the core vector 
of this ideology. These key aspects of the ideology, a belief in technological determinism, 
being present largely among the virtual class, and favoring technocratic as opposed to 
political or democratic solutions, are all popular within both communities. That is, they 
are popular within LessWrong and its diaspora and practically define neoreactionaries. 

This common cultural background which is shared by both places them into a kind of 
ideological macro-group. A nascent historian of internet philosophy in the future might 
periodize these figures as different tendencies of the same movement. This shows one fact 
that relates them to traditional intellectual life: they are a group that comes together to talk 
"seriously" in a way that is meant to transcend immediate concerns of daily life, yet also 
in a way which forms a certain kind of tradition and is rooted in the cultural background 
of the participants. LessWrong and its diaspora are interested in being rational, a certain 
kind of the good life, and neoreactionaries are interested in their own notion of justice. 


3.2 Imageboards 


We have already briefly discussed some of the philosophical aspects of the imageboard in 
explaining what it is. For example, we mentioned how anonymity allows more extreme 
opinions to prosper in the absence of any real means of social sanctioning. The effects of 
anonymity have been commented upon by other authors to the point of being common 
knowledge. However, there are a myriad of other aspects to consider, ones that are 
particularly philosophical. 

One thesis is that imageboard anonymity and culture leads to a philosophical practice 
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which is preoccupied with the aesthetic aspects of ideas. Users appear to view philosophy 
and, relatedly, political theory, as being part of an ensemble of features one adopts as 
part of their identity. In using the word superficial I do not mean to directly criticize 
imageboard users. Nuance and depth are not necessarily epistemic virtues. Whether or 
not the imageboard tendency towards the surfaces of ideas is harmful is something that 
can be determined by others. 

This claim might be met with some contention, and it cannot be decisively proved. 
However, we can look at some supporting evidence.There is an awareness of a "/lit/ 
lifestyle" and "being /lit/" as well as a notion of taking "pills," a "pill" being a set of 
readings that will give one a certain worldview. Pills are an allusion to the red and blue 
pills from the matrix. 

While we will examine this, we also will ask the same question we asked about blogs. 
Do imageboards replicate the traditional form of intellectual life? We can without a 
doubt answer this in the negative. Imageboards, as we shall see are largely incapable 
of developing a continuous and independent tradition, as blogs, books, and physical 
meetings can, and so cannot progress in any similar way to real life traditions. There are 
of course, trends, fads, and popular ideas, but there is no continuing discourse which 
develops. Instead, what we see is an explosion of rapid-fire ideas, "a thousand flowers 
blooming." 

3.2.1 Pills 

The original idea of pills, as mentioned above, comes from The Matrix. The idea that 
one could become "red-pilled" and thus aware of some alleged reality seems to originate 
from conspiracy theory culture and the Men's Rights Movement^] However, as present 

11. "Men's rights movement: why it is so controversial? | The Week UK," accessed April 14,2020, https: 
//www. theweek. co.uk/people/62607/mens-rights-movement-why-it-is-so-controversial 
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usage indicates, it seems to have two uses. One is using the term "x-pilled" where x 
is any word or name in order to refer to some comprehensive worldview. For example, 
the red pill for far-right and/or misogynistic ideology, the green-pill for alien or occult 
conspiracy theories, and the black pill for pessimism (14575524). A common saying is to 
"take the x pill." Lastly, some posters may make requests such as "Redpill me on analytical 
philosophy" (1461762), indicating they wish to be enlightened as to the unspoken truth 
about some subject. 

These pills will crop up again on other mediums, and can be considered in more detail 
later. However, there is an alternative related meaning that is specific to the imageboard 
context and related picture-centric mediums. These are "pill-charts." These are charts of 
books that one can read in order to gain or understand some comprehensive worldview. 
These charts can be serious, satirical, or of more often of a mixed nature. Some of them 
are presented as flowcharts for "starting with x" but these are still referred to as pill charts 
(14640180)0 

Such images offer to their consumers not just a worldview, but also an aesthetic. They 
implicitly promise that one can become something merely through consuming a set of 
books, and that comprehension and perhaps erudition is merely a flowchart away. Fur¬ 
thermore, such pill-charts could only emerge in an environment like those of imageboards, 
which highly encourage and sometimes require the use of images to compliment text. 

Here we must raise the question of how a pill differs from a course curriculum or even 
just a simple reading list. Curricula are typically prescribed by an expert, a teacher, who 
guides his student through the material in order to ensure critical engagement with and 
understanding of that material. A reading list closely resembles a pill chart, but is typically 
purely textual and lacks the aesthetically charged nature of a pill. Furthermore, the very 
name of a "pill" conjures up the image of ideas as objects for consumption. In other 
12. See the pictures folder for examples: 12 3 
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words, a pill is a curriculum, an annotated bibliography, and a lifestyle or aesthetic in one 
neat package. What makes them different from even the most consumerized, marketed 
curriculum is that they are intended to be memetically viral. They are not products that 
are sold on a market at a cost and their humor and aesthetic aspects are key to both their 
success and the content of their message. 

Whether pill-charts are a causal factor in the identity-focused nature of ideological and 
philosophical discussions cannot be determined. They do however, give evidence about 
the nature of imageboard culture in a way that supports our thesis. 

3.2.2 Culture-Enforcement and ahistoricity 

4chan posts are only temporarily archived. Reference to past discussions and trends 
tends to a minimum, relegated to the online equivalents of oral tradition and memory. 
Screenshots of significant posts may be reposted, but imageboard discourse is ahistorical. 
Interactions on imageboards are for the most part, a product of input and output, and 
these interactions do not change the overall environment very much. Another way of 
saying this is that imageboards lack history. They are even hostile to history. 

This has to do not merely with the medium's ephemeral nature. I contend that it is 
just as much an overlooked product of anonymity. Without persistent identity, chains of 
interaction cannot form. They can form only on a local basis within a single thread, but 
cannot take root. Not only do posts disappear relatively quickly, but users have no way of 
contacting other users in a way that is built in to the 4chan format. In order for an idea or 
project originating on the board to game permanency, it has to leave the medium. It may 
spread to other mediums memetically, in the case of a simple word or phrase (various 
abbreviations like tfw, mfw, etc. have done this), or users may explicitly choose to abandon 
anonymity and move to a more permanent medium. An example of this can be found with 
something as complex as game development, where users on 4chan came up with the idea 
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for a video game and enough users were interested and competent to be able to actually 
produce that game. Developers emerged from the environment of the imageboard, but 
moved off of the medium in order to collaborate and actually do development^ 

On the other hand, imageboards do have behavior policing. Matthew Trammell's 
examination of a different 4chan board, /sp/, demonstrates how many of the same policing 
behaviors associated with traditional identity-based internet mediums are replicated even 
under anonymity. For example, it is common to attempt to out "newfags" (unenculturated 
users of the board) by luring them into displaying their lack of understanding of in-jokes, 
references, memes, or any other number of traditions. Some of these may trace back 
yearsp] These policing strategies though do not necessarily add more of a history or 
memory to the community. As we saw above, terms like "tripfag" are used to police 
people and ensure that anonymity and ahistoricity is preserved. Whether or not users are 
aware of this aspect of ahistoricity, behavior like shows that they highly value it. 

Yet clearly if there are traditions, references, people, or jokes to be policed and which 
show your erudition, there is some degree of history. History on imageboards though 
is distinctly not intellectual, but simply cultural. Archetypal figures, jokes, traditions, 
memes, etc. are all preserved memetically, but this is not a basis for continuing intellectual 
discourse. These kinds of things, by their very nature, are not detached from context in the 
way in which we noted traditional intellectual life is. Rather, they serve specific purposes: 
showing your membership in the community, making people laugh, making fun of others, 
etc. They are weapons in the cultural arsenal of the user. 

Yet these weapons can be used for intellectual ends. An individual like Guenonposter 
can leverage their cultural clout and sway to not merely inspire others to read content 
but also to create nascent communities which may spin off into new communities or 

13. "Katawa Shoujo Staff," accessed April 14, 2020, http://www.katawa-shoujo.com/staff.php 

14. trammell. 
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projects. If game development can develop from the imageboard context, an imageboard 
can certainly serve as a place to create new ideas and bring collaborators together. 

Concluding, the lack of history or true intellectual tradition on a website like 4chan 
is thus not something that should be taken as a disadvantage or deficiency. These kinds 
of places where "a thousand flowers" can bloom are probably necessary to the complete 
intellectual life of society as is the official academy, providing a nursery for unorthodox 
and renegade, or simply new ideas that would not find life otherwise. Perhaps not all or 
even most of these ideas are good, but it is not my purpose to decide. 

3.3 YouTube 

There are three things that we will establish about YouTube. Firstly, YouTube is highly 
personality-focused. Secondly, market forces play a significant role within this sphere. 
Thirdly, it can serve to amplify and broadcast traditional intellectual content in interesting 
ways. Also, it should be noted that here we are ignoring YouTube "debates." The reason 
for this is that they are typically conducted via streaming, and streaming is a separate 
medium which must be considered on its own. 

YouTube creates an environment which places the person of the philosopher more 
directly in the spotlight than any other potential avenue for philosophizing thus far, often 
moreso than even direct, face-to-face argumentation. In traditional academic debates or 
conferences, individual speakers are unlikely to have chosen the scenery, and are limited to 
relatively few choices of dress. Traditional intellectuals tend to be speaking to an audience 
of other intellectuals and thus attempting to appeal to their sensibilities. Mechanisms such 
as tenure exist which protect academics to a certain extent from the whims of the market. 
On YouTube, the most expensive and costly of the mediums we have examined, there is 
no such protective bubble around a burgeoning YouTube intellectual; in order to succeed 
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professionally, a YouTube personality needs to acquire an audience. Full time YouTubers 
may be dependent on developing a direct patronage relationship with their audience 
through services such as Patreon. 

YouTubers, however, are not the only people who find a place in the medium of 
YouTube. Traditional intellectuals like Slavoj Zizek find their place on YouTube. Their 
impact and popularity makes them significant enough to consider whether or not they 
are "natives" to the internet. Whether or not these intellectuals specifically tailor their 
content to YouTube, their success and popularity on the medium depends on how much 
they "fit" the algorithm for YouTube success. The kinds of messages that are transmitted 
through YouTube will be ultimately shaped to be like the rest of YouTube content. 

3.3.1 Discourse 

With that in mind, we can then ask a few questions. Does traditional intellectual life 
reproduce itself virtually on YouTube? The answer seems to be that it is too soon to call, 
but I speculate that the answer is likely no. 

Lets first consider the content produced by academics like Peterson and Zizek. These 
consist largely of filmed, or sometimes staged, traditional physical IRs like talks or debates, 
and sometimes lectures. The content is sometimes flamboyant (Zizek is famed for his style) 
but is essentially a recording of something that exists elsewhere not a product native to 
the medium of the internet, with the exception of short vlogs or online interviews in the 
case of Peterson. None of these are capable of producing an internet-native intellectual 
tradition because their success is based in the real world to begin with and the internet 
is merely a vector of the transmission of that success. It is enabling real-world physical 
events to reach a global audience. 

If we turn to consider "native" YouTubers with dedicated channels like ContraPoints or 
Philosophy Tube we find a vastly different object. If we look at ContraPoints' most popular 
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video as of April 2020, "Incels" we find a well-refined product much like a television 
show, even having an opening credit sequence. These are designed specifically for the 
medium of online video. Philosophy Tube's most recent content follows a similar format. 
This has a greater chance of producing internet-native discourse, but what do we actually 
find discourse or just commentary? 

One might look to direct, citational "response videos," as an avenue of tradition, 
but these type of videos seem to be largely unpopular, garnering generally an order of 
magnitude lower views than the original video and typically not garnering significant 
views on their own. Rather, we should look to an aspect more unique to YouTube in order 
to tease out a unique aspect of possible tradition, closer to how art works than how the 
intellectual world does. 


3.4 Collaboration - Videos as Philosophical Art 

This aspect is collaboration. YouTubers often collaborate with each other in order to 
produce new content and to gain popularity. YouTube itself lists collaboration as one 
of the ten "YouTube fundamentals" .p| This collaboration can range from simple cameo, 
like reading a piece of text in a video (As can be observed in many related channels like 
ContraPoints, Philosophy Tube, Big Joel, etc.) to more direct appearances. The reason for 
this is partially economic; they enable new channels to get viewers by picking them up 
from other channels. At times, collaboration can serve to bring in outside expertise or 
style. One could draw a comparison to how musicians and other artists collaborate or 
feature each other in music videos, or make reference to each other. 

This connection to art leads us to another hypothesis. YouTube videos, both those 
produced by native and non-native YouTubers, are a kind of art object, or at least, more 

15. 10 YouTube Fundamentals: Collaboration (#9), accessed April 14, 2020, https : //www. youtube . com/ 
watch?v=izKPuY-xwn® 
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similar to art than they are to discourse. Art can have philosophical content. A philosoph¬ 
ical novel, like "The Plague" sits on one end of the discourse-art spectrum, leaning more 
towards art. It contains illustrations of concepts, but relatively little in the way of argument 
or direct engagement with other thinkers. "The Brothers Karamazov" on the other hand, 
contains many, direct arguments with clear targets and theses, and both illustrates and 
argues for its various theses, striking a balance. Finally, something like Lucretius' "De 
Rerum Natura," a philosophical poem, or Plato's dialogues, are works of art that are truly, 
primarily intellectual. YouTube videos, while perhaps not art in the ordinary sense of the 
term, fall onto this spectrum as well. This holds true even for recordings of lectures, which 
are not the real life IRs that they depict, but images of them, just as Plato's dialogues were 
not actual conversations, but recordings or fictionalizations. 

Many philosophical YouTube channels fit neatly into a certain brand of content: they 
are a kind of philosophical documentary, exploring a concept, topic, or issue and commu¬ 
nicating it to their audience. Sometimes, videos are straightforwardly artistic in the way 
that The Stranger was philosophical. For example, ContraPoints' "Tiffany Tumbles." The 
documentary style of film however makes up the majority of ContraPoints and Philoso¬ 
phy Tube's repertoire. These short documentaries share then, many intellectual features of 
their more lengthly cousins. For one, while a documentary may make novel points or have 
its own conclusions, these conclusions are not intended to be scholarly. They are rallying 
existing evidence and tend to target the general public and to generate discussion and 
interest. They are not vehicles for discourse in the way that text is, because the skills and 
materials necessary to produce these films are limited to a small group. Multiple people, 
many of whom are not intellectuals, are required to produce the film. To recoup costs, 
such films must target either a dedicated niche market, or a wide audience. Even Jordan 
Peterson, someone who does not generally produce these documentary-style videos, col¬ 
lected donations from patrons in his audience in order to make money (although being 
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employed, he has other sources of income) p| Finally, like artists, YouTube celebrities are 
subject to parasocial relationships with their audience. That is, one-sided relationships 
where fans feel a personal connection to an individual whom they have never met or 
interacted with 1*^1 


16. "Jordan Peterson is leaving Patreon, should you?," accessed April 14, 2020, https: //www . Washington 
exarainer.com/opinion/jordan-peterson-is-leaving-patreon-should-you 

17. "artists and fandoms - YouTube," accessed April 14, 2020, https : //www . youtube . cora/watch?v = 
3IGQY6BLkDM 
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Chapter 4 


Conclusion 


Before finishing we have three things to accomplish. First, we must establish summarize 
the discoveries and claims made, then we will consider potential problems with these 
conclusions, and finally point the way for further inquiry 

4.1 Summary of Results 

Our analysis in chapter 3 concluded that two of our three mediums mirrored non-internet 
counterparts, albeit not perfectly. Blogs and blogospheres functioned similar to real-life 
traditional intellectual circles. There were common causes, intellectual progress, key 
personalities and chains of filiation between them, and distinct cultural contexts. The 
difference from academia was that there was a low barrier to entry. Almost any computer- 
literate person could participate in a blogging community, as long as they have time 
and charisma. YouTube on the other hand, produced content that was more akin to art, 
sometimes more, sometimes less. Content tended to, like documentary films, not be 
directly discursive, but publicizing. That is, in contrast to blogs, they tended to be more 
about transmitting information or ideas to the public. YouTube videos, as we observed 
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them, seemed to be more about starting or being a part of conversations rather than 
actually being conversation as blogs or imageboards were. The reason for this kind of 
content being favored can be readily inferred. Videomaking tends to have a relatively 
high cost and requires some degree expertise. In order to recoup these costs, one must 
either already possess an audience (like Peterson or Zizek), appeal to an existing niche 
audience, or appeal to the general public of the internet. The demands of such a business 
model do not lend themselves towards radically new discourse. 

Imageboards were the odd one out, finding no direct real-world discursive counterpart. 
There are two possibilities for why this is the case. For one, Imageboards themselves 
have no real-world counterpart like books or cinema. They are unique to the internet. 
They mix elements of text and face-to-face conversation, minus persistent identity. This 
produces a very unique environment which correspondently creates a very unique culture. 
We discovered that imageboard communities, like pre-literate cultures, do not produce 
traditions that are intellectual in the strict sense that we defined. They do not by themselves 
produce "serious" discourse that transcends a particular milieu. What discourse does 
occur is wiped away as soon as people lose interest or it reaches a certain size limit. This 
prevents a tradition from germinating within the medium itself, as traditions require some 
kind of history or memory. For intellectual discourse to continue, ideas must be identified, 
and you must know who you are talking to, in order to criticize or support a concrete set 
of ideas advocated by a particular person or group of persons. The potential for this is 
limited on websites like 4chan, who, even if they provide features for creating identity, 
cultural traditions prevent this. 

This is not a bug of imageboards, so to speak, but a feature. The extensive cultural 
traditions, anonymous masses, and lack of any system of reputation or identity, enables 
users to marshal their creative powers and cultural knowledge in order to shift discourse, 
field unique, offensive, or oddball ideas, and potentially form the nucleus of some project 
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which is to continue outside of its founding context on an imageboard. A single individual 
can thus make a big difference which may ripple far beyond the imageboard itself, and it 
necessarily favors unorthodox ideas, for orthodoxy is the opposite of imageboard, and the 
conditions which enable strict orthodoxy to form do not exist on a (loosely-moderated) 
imageboard. Even in an overwhelmingly hostile environment, a persistent and clever 
user can shift discourse to their liking, for nothing can actually bar their participation save 
being banned for breaking rules. 

4.2 Problems and Questions 

A major problem of this work is perhaps one of scope. We chose three internet mediums, 
united by their online status. Are they really so united? Blogs, imageboards, and YouTube 
are hard to compare. A more intensive study of just imageboards, considering multiple 
boards from multiple sites and engaging with them in greater depth, may make more 
interesting findings. Similarly, looking at several different blogging communities rather 
than two connected ones would generate deeper, more nuanced results. We may have 
also overlooked countervailing evidence or examples purely because of the vast size of 
the internet and the chosen mediums. Similarly, we took our methodology relatively 
uncritically from a single author, with only slight modifications. A more discursive and 
critical approach to developing our framework for discursive analysis would, in addition 
to resolving some ironies, improve the quality of the subsequent analyses. 

The interaction between mediums was also not discussed. There are certain venues on 
the internet where many of the individuals discussed collide and interact. For example, 
every YouTuber discussed here has a Twitter account, and so do people like Nick Land or 
Eliezer Yudkowsky. I would speculate that, given the oft-mentioned tribalistic nature of 
these so-called public forums, they may paradoxically contribute to division and isolation 
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of various online discourses, rather than bringing them closer together. This would be 
concurent with increased cohesion inside a community. 

The aforementioned scope of the project meant that engagement with the specific 
content of philosophy on the internet was largely not attempted. This not only does 
some injustice to certain groups, but might be slightly irresponsible. The examination of 
neoreactionary philosophy and LessWrongian rationalism as "resembling traditional in¬ 
tellectual life" might grant both of these movements greater legitimacy than they deserve. 
Future explorations should not dismiss these groups because they formed largely on the 
internet, but also not make the other error of believing that they are then automatically 
legitimate. Future historians of this subject should engage with the content of these ideas 
more directly as much as they seek to accurately present the facts. 

There are mediums which were also entirely ignored. Internet chatrooms formed the 
original focal point of this project, and were abandoned due to time constraints. They 
may, however, be even more fruitful than any examined here. There are vast numbers of 
services which may prove ripe for intellectual life. Similarly, live internet debates were left 
unexamined, even though they do occur on YouTube itself occasionally as well as other 
sites like Twitch or in voice-based chatrooms. Considering that live debate was one of the 
many intellectual interaction rituals mentioned by Collins, it is hardly just that they have 
been ignored here. Lastly, the burgeoning medium of virtual reality went untouched here. 

A stronger historian of philosophy than myself could find much of significance in the 
way that internet pop-philosophy is developing. Observing in real-time the development 
of intellectual movements in new conditions could tell us much about how past intellectual 
movements, like renaissance and early modern philosophy, germinated and flourished (or 
failed to flourish). This task would require that we have a deeper understanding of internet 
intellectual life as a whole, but stands as an important long-term goal goal for any future 
history of online philosophy. 
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There is one more thing to acknowledge which is the role of economics. We briefly 
touched upon this regarding YouTube and will make some tentative speculations here. It 
cannot be insignificant that imageboards are the only medium we touched upon which, for 
most purposes, cannot be monetized by users. To be a casual user of imageboards is easy. 
One can probably have significant influence on an imageboard without significant cost to 
one's personal time, and has no personal or financial stake in any of it. This means that 
one risks nothing, not even ones reputation, in changing their ideas, except perhaps some 
minor psychological distress. Bloggers and YouTubers, who may depend on an audience 
for sustenance, must seek out their audience and build trust with them. A sudden change 
in direction can create unsustainable controversy. Philosophy Tube, for example, claims 
that certain extreme-right YouTubers have contacted him confessing that, after events 
like those in Christchurch, they no longer want to profess and promote their ideology, 
feeling partially responsible for the rise of right-wing extremism. Yet, because of their 
financial dependence on their audience, they cannot exit from the right-wing YouTube 
sphere without risking their livelihoods (^Certain bloggers may face a similar pressure to 
cater to what people believe and find themselves unable to progress in their ideas because 
their audience may dislike where they go. Perhaps online intellectuals need a tenure 
system? Jokes aside, it is clear that being subject to market forces can artificially influence 
discursive actors in ways which are probably not beneficial. I think that everyone can 
agree that cultivating self-recognizing intellectual dishonesty is bad policy. 


4.3 Final Remarks 


With all these things aside, we can make a tentative final statement, that nothing about 
the internet or online communication inherently changes discourse. The internet is a 


1 . 


"artists and fandoms - YouTube 


// 


49 




platform for many different mediums, and these can resemble real-life counterparts more 
or less. With YouTube or Blogs, the differences were not so much communicative as they 
were economic. There is little difference between a free, short film and a YouTube video 
other than its place of advertisement. Blogs are low-entry, public, easy-to-make journals. 
Each "online" medium can be made to fit whatever real-life thing it replaces, constrained 
only by certain technological limitations. As virtual reality technology becomes more 
and more sophisticated, it is possible that the line between real-life medium and online- 
medium can be blurred even further. Future researchers should look to mediums which 
have no real-life counterparts, such as imageboards, or even Twitter, in order to find truly 
"online" intellectual phenomena. 
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